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The project TARGET—Taking a 
Reflexive approach to Gender 
Equality for institutional 
Transformation—supported 
seven institutions in developing 
and implementing a reflexive 
gender equality policy.




In concrete, two research funding 
organisations (RFOs – FRRB, RIF), 
one accreditation agency (ARACIS), 
two universities (UB, UH2C), one 
non-university research institution 
(ELIAMEP), and a network of engineering 
schools in the Mediterranean basin 
(RMEI) participated in the four-year 
project (2017-2021). 
TARGET did not only aim at the formal 
adoption of a gender equality policy but 
emphasised an iterative and reflexive 
process towards equality at the 
institutional level and the establishment 
of a community of practice (CoP) for 
gender equality within the institution. 
The approach is based on a three-
dimensional gender equality concept. 
The gender equality plan (GEP) aims 
to achieve a gender balance in all 
fields and decision-making, abolishing 
structural barriers for women’s careers 
and integrating the gender dimension 
in research content and teaching. 
Furthermore, TARGET assumes that 
actual change results from increased 
institutional willingness and capacity to 
identify, reflect on and address gender 
bias in a sustained way. 
TARGET partners followed a cyclical, 
evidence-based and reflexive approach 
when developing their GEP. The process 
started with an audit to analyse the 
status quo regarding gender equality. The 
audit referred to gender-disaggregated 
administrative data (e.g. regarding human 
resources, students, research output 
and teaching) but considered strategic 
documents, processes, existing policies, 
and structures too. Most implementing 
partners have been successful in linking 
the GEP to ongoing institutional reforms 
or restructuring processes (e.g. to 
digitalisation processes, establishment of 
a new human resources policy, revision of 
the mission strategy). In doing so, gender 
equality became mainstreamed in the 
institution instead of being positioned in 
a niche. This has also been supported by 
the CoP, which comprised a broad range of 
internal and/or external stakeholders, not 
only gender experts. Based on the audit, 
gender equality priorities and objectives 
have been defined. These priorities and 
objectives, as well as concrete policies, 
have been integrated into the GEP. In 
addition, specific monitoring has been 
developed, which contains context 
indicators and information about policy 
implementation (input and output 
indicators). Monitoring results served 
as the starting point for a reflection of 
developments, successes and failures in 
the context of gender equality. 
TARGET provided a specific tool for each 
of these steps (Gender Equality Audit 
Tool, Guidelines for the development 
of a targeted GEP, Monitoring Tool 
and Guidelines for Self-Assessment— 
available via www.gendertarget.eu). 
Supporting partners provided assistance 
in tailoring the tools to the institution’s 
specific needs. This tailored support 
was essential for two reasons: (1) 
implementing partners formulated a clear 
commitment to gender equality but did 
not have specific experience in the field 
prior to TARGET; and (2) implementing 
partners are located in countries that 
have been classified as rather inactive 
regarding gender equality in R&I (e.g. 
Lipinsky 2014; Wroblewski 2021). 
Results of TARGET 
TARGET successfully initiated sustainable 
institutional change in seven institutions 
by implementing GEPs. Dimensions 
illustrating this are: (1) the establishment 
of structures for gender equality; (2) the 
establishment of steering instruments 
that address research performing 
organisations (RPOs); and (3) the bottom-
up influence on the national gender 
equality discourse in R&I. 
Establishment of structures for  
gender equality 
• All implementing partners formulated 
a GEP and had it approved by their 
governing bodies. 
• All implementing partners developed 
structures for gender equality (e.g. by 
employing a gender equality officer 
or by establishing a committee or a 
working group). 
• All implementing partners reflected 
on the experiences regarding GEP 
implementation based on annual 
monitoring reports. 
• All implementing partners established 
a CoP which supports GEP 
implementation. The CoPs differ 
regarding focus, tasks and intensity 
of involvement. However, all CoPs 
include a broad range of stakeholders. 
Establishment of steering instruments 
by RFOs and RMEI 
• The accreditation institution ARACIS 
raised awareness of the need for 
gender equality policies in Romanian 
universities by developing gender-
related criteria for evaluating the 
quality of curricula. 
• The RFOs established mechanisms 
and guidelines to consider gender in 
research funding (calls, application 
and evaluation of projects) as well 
as capacity building for staff and 
reviewers. 
• RMEI introduced gender equality as a 
main element in its mission statement, 
which focuses on sustainability. 
A working group set up by RMEI 
represents six member universities. 
Members of the working group 
build up competencies to encourage 
institutional change by establishing 
structures for gender equality, and they 
act as influencers for other member 
universities. Member universities 
have started to commit themselves 
to gender equality, and structures 
for gender equality (Gender Equality 
Centre (GEC)) have already been 
established at the ENISo University 




Bottom-up influence on the national 
gender equality discourse in R&I 
• ELIAMEP used the window of 
opportunity provided by a new 
national law requiring GEPs from 
companies and pursued a wide range 
of dissemination activities (including 
participation in conferences, 
publication of policy papers and 
newspaper articles), triggering a 
broader discussion about gender 
equality in Greek universities and 
research organisations in Greece. 
• The rector of the University of Belgrade 
has been involved in discussions about 
a new gender equality law in Serbia. 
The University of Belgrade has been 
selected as a pilot institution by the 
Ministry of Labour, Employment 
and Social Affairs to monitor the 
implementation of the new law on 
gender equality and to develop key 
performance indicators. 
• FRRB acts as a regional funding 
agency and integrated the regional 
scientific community into its CoP. 
Several workshops have been 
organised to raise awareness, and a 
common position paper on gender in 
biomedical research in the region and 
in Italy has been formulated. 
Lessons learned from 
TARGET 
TARGET partners developed a GEP 
following an evidence-based, cyclical and 
reflexive approach. Such an approach is 
demanding as it requires time, financial 
and personnel resources, top-down 
commitment, support from an internal 
CoP and advice from facilitators—
to a varying degree depending on 
management support and political 
context. The successful implementation 
of TARGET has been facilitated by 
linking gender equality with other 
important institutional strategies, 
policies or projects. This supported the 
acceptance of gender equality goals or 
initiatives in the organisation as well 
as the active involvement of top and 
middle management. In some cases, 
TARGET implementation was supported 
by an emerging national discourse 
about gender equality in R&I (like in 
Greece)—a development which has been 
strengthened by the GEP requirement for 
Horizon Europe applications formulated 
by the European Commission (European 
Union, 2021). 
However, implementing partners 
faced resistance to change within the 
organisation. Resistance can take several 
forms, from denying the problem—
“there is not such an issue as gender 
discrimination in our organisation”—to 
formally agreeing to implement change 
without really supporting it. “Slowing 
down the process” can be a strategy 
for both the organisational governance 
level—which is constantly resetting 
priorities without including gender 
in the most pressing ones—as well as 
at the operational level, which sees 
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more complications than benefits in 
implementing gender balance-oriented 
actions. Moreover, these kinds of 
resistances can be catalysed in countries 
where the organisation’s external context 
is very traditional and resistant to gender 
equality. All implementing partners are 
discussing lessons learnt and how to 
sustain gender equality policies and 
structures in the future. 
TARGET experiences clearly show that it 
is difficult for implementing institutions 
to compensate for the lack of national 
policy discourse on gender equality 
in R&I. It also becomes evident that 
there is a need for a policy discourse 
between the European Union and 
member states to arrive at a common 
understanding of gender equality which 
goes beyond women’s representation, 
provides arguments to engage in gender 
equality and establishes criteria for good 
practices. Hence, not only institutions 
but also countries that are starting their 
journey and engage in gender equality 
for the first time need support. The new 
GEP requirement in Horizon Europe 
may provide a starting point for such a 
policy discourse. The extent to which 
this potential will be exploited depends 
on the commitment of European and 
national stakeholders to pursue gender 
equality in R&I and thus contribute to 
the objectives of the European Research 
Area (ERA). Currently, a window of 
opportunity is open, inviting all relevant 
stakeholders at European, national, 
regional, and institutional levels to take 
action towards a cultural change in RPOs 
and RFOs. 
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